Transitioning from school to university is a major development for learners, often accompanied by difficulties. When overseas students arrive at university for the first time these challenges are multiplied. It is suggested, however, that these difficulties can be mitigated to a certain extent via the use of online social networks. The present study, using data generated by a group of 350 first-year students from mainland China (called QQ), explores how an online instant messaging service helped the students adapt to life in a Hong Kong university. Findings reveal that (a) first-year mainland students experienced specific problems at distinct stages; (b) the QQ provided informational, instrumental and emotional support for the students; (c) the QQ was self-emergent and had a clear annual cycle. It is argued that self-initiated peer support among students plays a vital role in higher education, especially at crucial periods such as school-to-university and cross-border transitions.
Introduction
Research on both school-to-university and cross-border transition has revealed that students need a considerable amount of social support during these critical periods of development in their lives (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tao, Dong, Pratt, Hunsberger, & Pancer, 2000; Wilcox, Winn & Fyvie-Gauld, 2005) . The transition to a new academic and social environment upon entering university is often characterised by weak academic performance, poor psychological well-being or even attrition (Cox, Schmitt, Bobrowski, & Graham, 2005; Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002; Johnson, 2008) . Accordingly, studies have been performed to investigate how to help students integrate into their new environment and obtain a sense of belonging as quickly as possible. Peer support has been found to be essential for a smooth transition to university life for many first-year students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1983; Tao et al., 2000; Timmis, 2012) .
Of particular interest for the present study are the university transition experiences of mainland Chinese students who arrive in Hong Kong for their first year of study at university. Many of these students reported difficulty in adjusting and socialising into the local circle of Hong Kong students due to cultural differences and the need to speak the local language, Cantonese (Cheung, 2013; Xie, 2009) . Considering the increasing number of mainland students pursuing higher education in Hong Kong and abroad, more research appears necessary (Cheung, 2013) to understand their adaptation, especially in the first year.
The present study thus investigates spontaneous peer support generated via the use of mobile devices by a group of mainland Chinese students in one of Hong Kong's government-funded universities. By closely observing their instant messaging or chatting records, we identified the kinds of difficulties first-year university students experienced; the type of help they sought from one another; how they helped each other solve problems; and the kinds of functions their social network fulfilled. The ultimate goal of this study was to obtain a better understanding, from the students' own perspective, of how first-year university students coped with their school-university transition, which was further complicated by a cross-border transition.
Literature review

School-university transition
Transitioning from school to university can have a great impact on an individual learner's development (Yang, Webster, & Prosser, 2011) , and thus this challenging time in life has become the subject of much research over the past half a century, especially in Anglophone countries (e.g., Johnson, 1994; Pattengale, 2000; Tinto, 1975; Willcoxson, Cotter, & Joy, 2011; Wintre, Bower, Gordner, & Lange, 2006) . Complicating this challenge, in the late 20th century, there was a shift from elite to mass tertiary education in many western countries, such as the United States, Britain, New Zealand, and Australia (Schuetze & Slowey, 2002) , which led to a much more complex composition of students on campus in terms of their family and educational background, previous academic performance, and country of origin. It was recognised that failure to cater for the different needs of students could result in a failure to effectively engage them in university life and study (Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006; Tinto, 1993) . Since the 1990s, therefore, school-university transition has become a phenomenon considered worthy of research (Johnson, 1994; Pattengale, 2000; Wintre et al., 2006; Willcoxson et al., 2011) . Despite this new attention on school-to-university transition, however, research has mainly focused on students in native-tongue ( L1 ) contexts, while tending to ignore overseas students studying in their second language ( L2 ) who experience an even greater cultural transition.
Cross-border transition
In fact, many studies have been performed on students undergoing cross-border transitions (Clark & Gieve, 2006; Gieve & Clark, 2005; Holliday, 1999; Jin & Cortazzi, 2006 , 2013 Morita, 2004) . However, these have tended to investigate a mixed population including undergraduates and postgraduates from different levels. This may obscure the fact that many first-year overseas students are actually going through double transitions -to university and to a different culture. As a general trend, international students experience more stress than their domestic or local counterparts during the cross-border transition period because they do not have as much social support as domestic students given the distance they are living from their parents, relatives and former friends (Hechanova-Alampay, Beehr, Christiansen, & Van Horn, 2002; Lin, 2009 ).
Research on cross-border transition of mainland Chinese students has mainly focused on students pursuing study in English-speaking Anglophone countries (Cheung, 2013) ; however, in recent years, more and more mainland Chinese students have chosen to study in other places, such as Hong Kong (Gao, 2008) . Nevertheless, very few studies have been conducted on mainland Chinese students' adaptation to Hong Kong higher education (Cheung, 2013) .
The research context -Hong Kong
Hong Kong is preferred by many mainland Chinese students for pursuing their higher education not only due to its geographic proximity and its internationally recognised high quality of education, but also due to its unique geopolitical position where Eastern and Western cultures meet; Hong Kong is also viewed as a bridge between mainland China and the outside world.
Although mainland China and Hong Kong share a "similar cultural heritage," the latter has been westernised to a great extent socially, historically, politically and culturally after a century and a half of British colonisation. The education system in Hong Kong "has been largely shaped by British models and practices" and it has remained so even after its turnover to the mainland China in 1997 (Ding, Kuo, &Van Dyke, 2008, pp. 532-533) . With nearly 90% of tertiary-level academic staff having earned their qualifications in Western countries (Li & Bray, 2007; Postiglione, 1998, p. 32) and also with a great percentage of native English-speaking academic and administrative staff, Hong Kong universities differ remarkably from those in mainland China in their teaching and administrative culture. Another important feature of higher education in Hong Kong is that English is the major medium of instruction. initiatives have been taken by administrative staff or educators in higher education to incorporate digital communication devices to help enhance first-year students' transition to university (Harley, Winn Pemberton, & Wilcox, 2007; Jackson, 2012) . Online social networks have become indispensable among university students, but research into their impact is still "an emerging area" (Jackson, 2012, p. 29) .
This study, therefore, addresses the following research questions by exploring how a group of mainland Chinese students studying in a Hong Kong university made use of an online social networking service to solve problems before and after their arrival:
(1) What issues concern a group of mainland Chinese students most at different stages in their first year in a Hong Kong university? (2) What role does the online social network, QQ, play in the first year of mainland Chinese students' life before and after their arrival at a Hong Kong university?
Data collection
Data-collecting site and participants Data used in this study were the instant texting messages of a group of mainland Chinese students studying at a university in Hong Kong, using an online social network. Tencent QQ, commonly known as QQ, is one of the most popular instant messaging software apps in mainland China. It provides various services including micro-blogging and group and individual chatting. A group of people can establish a group QQ (hereinafter referred to as GQ) for online chatting or information sharing. The GQ investigated in this study was set up by the Chinese Students and Scholars Association (CSSA) in the university where the study was performed for mainland Chinese students to share information and keep in touch with one another. It comprised roughly 350 students.
Although this study did not determine whether there were students without mobile devices, we made a reasonable assumption that close to 100% of entering students either had smartphones with telephone plans or mobile devices that connected to the Web via campus-wide Wi-Fi. As students could use the Internet nearly anytime and anywhere, they could ask questions through the GQ whenever there was a need.
Many mainland Chinese students found the GQ while searching for information about the university and joined it before their classes began. As a student in this university, the first author was eligible to join the GQ, but for the purposes of this study, she was mainly an observer. From the instant messages, she could observe the interaction among all students.
Data-collection procedures
Data collection involved two procedures. First, about 4,000 pages of instant messages of the GQ were identified and saved, from September 2, 2012, to October 10, 2013. Most of the students taking an active part were first-year students, although some were senior students from other cohorts. As required by the founder of the GQ, all students enter their year of entry, their names and majors as part of their GQ usernames, making it easy to identify them.
Second, nine first-year mainland Chinese students who were also users of this GQ were interviewed once each to triangulate the findings and help further understand the functions of the GQ and its impact on students. The average duration of each of the nine interviews, conducted in Mandarin Chinese, was 30 minutes.
Data analysis
The data -4,000 pages of instant messages -was downloaded and converted into a Word file and then imported into NVivo, a qualitative data analysing software, for coding and categorising, guided by grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) . The first round consisted of free coding, with a long list of free nodes generated from the raw data (a node is a topic or a concept) (Bazeley & Richards, 2000, p. 24) . In the second round, these free nodes were built into tree nodes, which are equivalent to categories. Some of the exemplary tree nodes with the free nodes in the brackets included information sharing (looking for people, asking about transportation); academic learning (selecting courses, reading); activity organising (ordering food together, buying textbooks); comfort or help seeking (sharing complaints); and difficulties and major concerns (not understanding Cantonese or English well enough).
There were a number of references for each code indicating the frequency of the occurrence of a topic or concepts (see Table 1 ); for example, the reference for item 7 "what things to bring" was 7, which meant that this topic was raised 7 times. The most frequently mentioned topics were usually the ones that most concerned students. However, a large amount of messaging was simply teasing, which was a popular way of interacting among the students, and also a process of friendship forging.
Interview data were analysed separately through NVivo in the same manner, mainly focusing on confirming the findings of the chatting record and adding some individual voices.
Findings
Students' concerns before coming to university
As noted above, free nodes emerged out of raw data from instant messages. Table 1 shows the most frequent of these before students arrived at the university. At this early stage, the vast majority of messages came in the form of inquiries by the students seeking practical information about how to prepare for university life, such as nodes 1, 2, 3, and 7. Students also asked about average expenses each month, what the weather was like in Hong Kong, and so on. Senior students later created a Q and A list addressing these types of questions and uploaded it to a common space that every member of the GQ could view. The nine interviews confirmed that this list was very helpful when they prepared for arrival at university. Language of instruction in university 14 5
Facilities in the university 13 6
Applying for accommodation 11 7
Things to bring 7 8
Inviting fellow students to go to university 4 9 Hotels near the university 4 10 Occasions using Cantonese 2 Nodes 4 and 10 indicate students were worried about the languages of instruction in Hong Kong universities. Although nearly all students were aware that English is the major language of instruction, they were still concerned that it may be too difficult for them. Cantonese, as the language for daily communication, also posed a threat to them.
Students' concerns after arriving at university
Four main topic areas were identified in the GQ messages after arrival at the university, as indicated in Figure 1 , with examples of each type given in Figures 2, 3, 4 and 5 (the number of references is given after each node). The instant messages in the first month after arrival were largely concerned with seeking information related to the logistics of being a student of the university (see Figure 2 ). As students tried to become familiar with the environment in the first few weeks, they asked questions about a myriad of practical issues. During the first few days, the main topics were about registration and checking into the dormitory. During this time, students frequently exchanged messages about their dormitory room allocations. Other queries included how to switch on the tap in the washroom; how to use the air-conditioners and washing machines; and how to use the sport facilities. As many of them had become familiar with one another through GQ, a certain degree of intimacy quickly developed among the group members even before they had met face-to-face.
Very often, the GQ served as an announcement board where anyone who needed help could leave a message with a very high possibility of getting many responses, as indicated in extract 1 (The original format of a GQ conversation shows the time of the chatting, major of the students and their names and QQ numbers. In order to protect the students' privacy, we have deleted the students' QQ number, major, and their names, and instead indicated different students by using the letters A, B, etc. The original language used in GQ was Chinese. The English is our translation.): This conversation took place about 10 days after the students had arrived at the university. There were dozens of similar examples of this type in the GQ.
Apart from seeking or sharing information, students also organised activities through the GQ (see Figure  4 ). For example, in the first few weeks, many mainland Chinese students made plans through the GQ to cook together on weekends. Sometimes, when certain students had food to share, they would leave a message in the GQ, calling whoever happened to see the message to arrange a meal together. Students would then turn this virtual meeting space into a real one. First-year mainland Chinese students who were far from home also appeared to use the GQ to cope with their loneliness. Very often, students used the GQ as an announcement board to look for some company as indicated in Extract 2. Mainland Chinese students in the university under study lived in different dormitories, and the GQ turned out to be the most convenient way of communicating as it was free and a large audience could receive messages. For example, when students wanted to go shopping, they would ask in the GQ if anyone was available. If a student wanted to join a sporting activity, she could also use the GQ to invite fellow students.
The interviews reveal that because students had become accustomed to the collective life in secondary school in mainland China, they found it difficult to be alone in the new university environment, so they sought company whenever they could. As the GQ had hundreds of members, it gave the students a very high possibility of finding company when they needed it, at least at the beginning of the first semester before the formal teaching had started and students were not busy.
The GQ also often helped students remind each other about coming academic assessments. Extract 3 is a conversation between a senior (B) and junior student (A); it is only one of many examples showing how senior students served as mentors. Students could also seek or offer practical and emotional support to each other (see Figure 5 ). For instance, they helped each other with daily issues, shared and solved problems together, and comforted each other. When someone was feeling sick, she could ask for help and then many students would offer advice or even medicine.
Starting from the third week, questions became more academic-oriented (see Figure 3 ). Students were required to choose elective courses after registering for the core courses assigned by the university. Selecting courses proved to be a major difficulty for many students because they were not certain how to make this important decision by themselves. When it was time to select a course, many inquiries were raised to senior students about what courses to select, and which teachers to choose. What concerned the students most was whether the teacher was strict or not. They appeared to avoid courses led by teachers who had high standards and awarded relatively low grades. At this period of time, students exchanged copious information and complaints, as indicated in extracts 4 and 5.
Extract 4 Student A: Even if I have read its description, I still don't know how to select … Student B: So, selecting a course depends a lot on our luck. Student B: Even if you know what is taught in the course, how do we know whether it's a 'killer' to our GPA. Student A: I feel that only having a look at the title of the course won't tell us what it's all about. Student C: I feel really uncertain about the teachers we are going to have for next semester. Student D: I chose Mr. Smith's course with the same uncertainty last semester. Student B: When others are worried about course-selecting, we students in the Chinese department have no pressure at all … our courses are all chosen for us … although a bit unhappy, we feel relaxed too … just like the system in mainland Chinese university … [emoji] Student A: Don't you students of Chinese department need to select your own courses?
Extract 5 Student A: Have you listened to the course introduction in the Orientation? Student B: Yes, I did, but I still don't understand it. Student C: I just wanted to ask whether the explanation is not clear or you didn't get it. Student B: They really didn't make it clear enough, and I have to select the course tomorrow, very nervous.
Many students complained that the mail they received from the university was only in English, which was too difficult to understand, confusing them about many activities; this sometimes caused them to miss or ignore the events, as indicated below:
Extract 6 A great number of discussions were about students' struggles with Cantonese and English in this period (see Figure 3) . Extract 7 took place during class between two first-year mainland students. It was the first time for them to have lectures or workshops delivered all in English. Extract 8, which took place in the middle of a workshop, again underscores language difficulties. Students' frustration in English-medium classes was sometimes exacerbated by the local students' speaking Cantonese in class. Cantonese was a totally new language to many students, which therefore became another communication obstacle for them. Both extracts 7 and 9, however, reveal the opportunities that students took to commiserate in real-time during class. things worse is that they use Cantonese in group discussions. Student B: Lucky me, I'm in the English department, all discussion is in English. Student A: I'm in the English department too, but they like to discuss in Cantonese! Student B: But our professor asked us to speak English in class. Student C: You can ask your tutor to ask the students to speak English in class. Student A: I feel very frustrated. Student C: It's painful if you cannot understand the discussion. Student A: Very depressed. Student D: I heard that you can ask a group of students to speak English. Student E: I have a CLE English class, which is also in English, and I'm the only mainland student too … and my English is not good … I'm very sad. Student D: It's ok to be able to make yourself understood. Student E: I want to ask others to speak Putonghua. Student F: Agreed! Some English classes that were not taught by English native speakers were also reported to be very challenging to students. Quite a few students shared their anxiety and stress and complained about their teachers speaking English with Korean, Japanese or Singaporean accents. It appeared to take them several classes to get used to the different accents of English.
Academic writing was also difficult for many students as they had never written English essays longer than 250 words and were now required to write much longer essays using a formal academic style. In the following conversation, students were worried that their English was too poor to write 1,000 words, and they had no idea what they should write about. The texting in extract 10 took place among a group of English education major students who were chatting about their writing project: 
Discussion
The transition to university is an important stage of development for many students accompanied by various challenges, especially when they are simultaneously entering a new culture. The findings from this study suggest that this transition can be made smoother via the use of an online social networking tool that allows free instant messages to be exchanged. This type of network has been shown to have clear advantages over established administrative information structures that can deliver neither instant individualised responses, nor a human touch.
Students' major concerns and difficulties
As illustrated by the GQ messages in this study, the mainland Chinese students had distinct concerns at different stages. Before they entered university, they were concerned mostly about practical issues, such as requiring information for better preparation. The information provided by senior students proved to be effective, and more importantly gave the newcomers a sense of security and warmth. Getting to know some of their peers even before they arrived on campus gave many students a sense of belonging, which helped to reduce anxiety in the new environment (see Jackson, 2012) as confirmed in the interviews with the nine students.
Becoming familiar with the new organisational culture of a university is an essential step for students before they can effectively adjust to the independent learning mode required in higher education (Harley et al., 2007) . Many students in this study experienced a feeling of disorientation and uncertainty at the initial stage. Information delivered to students through orientation programs and course introductions proved to be insufficient as all this information was usually delivered in English, in an intensive manner during the first few weeks while students were still in a disoriented state. Instead of viewing the pre-packaged materials provided by administrators that often lacked immediate relevance (Timmis, 2012) , students appeared to prefer the crowd-sourced, self-emergent information that addressed their instant needs, and this was also accompanied by a human touch.
The text messaging reveals that English-medium instruction was one of the major obstacles for most mainland students. They had difficulty understanding lectures and lengthy texts in English; writing essays in English was also very challenging. This difficulty caused considerable anxiety for many students to the extent that one of the nine interviewees even considered dropping out of the university in the first two months. Although the students' English had reached a standard for acceptance into a Hong Kong university, in reality, their instant messages reveal that coping with instruction in English was one of their greatest challenges. The wide use of the local language, Cantonese, further complicated their linguistic landscape. For mainland Chinese students who study in Hong Kong universities and have no Cantonese background, the new language is a significant obstacle. Not knowing the local language, while dealing with local students who are either unable or unwilling to communicate in Mandarin Chinese, many mainland students are disadvantaged; their potential socialising circle shrinks dramatically to one mostly made up of mainland students. The GQ appeared to provide a release for students to share their experiences and seek affective support with each other. This gravitation towards one's own nationality may be typical for international students pursuing their education in a foreign place. Without strong motivation to integrate into the local culture, challenges created by a new language of instruction, coupled with loneliness may push some foreign students towards a social network (where there is one) composed entirely of their co-nationals.
Major functions of GQ
The GQ had three major functions in this study. It provided informational, instrumental and emotional support (see Figures 1-5) . A large amount of messaging consisted of information seeking among the students. For new students, the GQ allowed them to better understand the new academic and social environment from senior students in an efficient way even before arriving at the university. Students also offered or got practical (instrumental) help from each other through the GQ, for instance, by borrowing and lending things, and organising activities. Perhaps most importantly, students obtained emotional support from one another by sharing their happiness, loneliness and frustration.
The student management system in Hong Kong universities is very different from that of mainland China. In nearly all mainland Chinese schools or universities, students are administered in a ban (or class, if translated into English), which means students in a ban usually study and socialise together throughout their school or university life (Tao et al., 2000) . They mostly have the same classes at the same time making it easy for students to achieve a sense of belonging and to find friends in a short time. In the university where we performed the present study, students did not have a fixed ban. Students changed classrooms for different courses; thus, it was very difficult to find two students with exactly the same classes. Without a ready social network, it would have been difficult for students to find stable company in a short period of time; therefore, the GQ went some distance towards fulfilling the role of group making.
In the GQ, mentorship existed especially between senior and junior students. As indicated above, a Q and A list was composed by senior students to offer practical help to the junior students for their preparation towards university life. Senior students also helped newcomers with course selection and shared their own ways of coping in first year. Peer mentorship has been demonstrated as one of the many ways to help firstyear students adapt well to university life (Snowden & Hardy, 2012) . It reduces the mentees' anxiety, while helping them engage in the new community earlier. By helping others, the students in the mentor role also obtained a sense of fulfillment, which should have enhanced their feeling of self-worth. All of these mentoring benefits emerged from the online social network.
Pitfalls and possible solutions
Some studies have suggested that unregulated use of digital devices, including the use of online social networking devices during class, negatively affect students' academic performance (Ragan, Jennings, Massey, & Doolittle, 2014; Ravizza, Hambrick, & Fenn, 2014) . As noted above, several conversations (extracts 6, 7 and 9) took place during classes or workshops. In this sense, online social networking may be blurring the boundaries of formal learning settings and students' social life. While it can provide necessary support to the students, it is sometimes a distraction to their learning. For example, in extract 7, after comforting each other, the two students discussed the appearance of the teacher.
As explained earlier, it appeared to be natural for students to turn to their co-nationals under circumstances where access to the host environment posed difficulties. However, once the students felt comfortable in the social network of their co-nationals, they became less motivated to integrate into the new culture. In this sense, the GQ may have deterred interactions with local students, and culture, which in turn may have postponed or even thwarted their adaptation to the local environment and to some extent sacrificed their experience as international students. Most mainland students formed their own cliques because they knew little Cantonese, and the comfort they enjoyed by studying and socialising together made it more difficult to learn the local tongue. Thus, online social networks that encourage a better natural integration of firstyear international students into university life and local culture need to be devised. For instance, including trained staff or local students in similar social networks may help promote international students' integration into local culture.
Conclusion
This study illustrates that social support networks are crucial for first-year university students' successful adjustment to university life and study. Similar to Timmis (2012) , who explained the important role of peer support in collaborative learning via online social networking, this study deepens our understanding of the lived experience of students' application of self-emergent peer support on a broader scale, in both life and study during a transitional period. By analysing the instant messages of a group of mainland Chinese students studying in a Hong Kong university over one and a half years, this study explored how they provided informational, instrumental and emotional support to each other using an instant messaging service.
Although this study was performed in one context (Hong Kong) over a short period of time, its findings may be applicable to other contexts that involve international students or first-year students in university. Given the growing number of international students -which, by one account, doubled between 2000 and 2012 and now represents 20% of the tertiary sector (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2014) -university administrators may take note of both the merits and drawbacks of online networks used by international students and monitor them and take action where deemed necessary. Suffice to say, however, these networks, by their very nature, are emergent and subject to only limited, if any, control at all.
In the end, both school-to-university transition and cross-border transitions entail the interruption of the students' old social network, both on-and offline, and the establishment of a new one. As these transitional periods are often difficult to manage for educational institutions, especially in an era of tight fiscal constraint at the tertiary level, self-emergent peer support through online social networking can play an indispensable role in smoothening the transition and mitigating students' stress. Peer support should, therefore, be viewed as a fundamental supplement to the management of the host university.
